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Interrogating Power
Dynamics in Research: Why
Black Voices Matter
Dr. Jason M. Williams
Assistant Professor of Justice Studies
Montclair State University

Philosophical underpinnings of
research.
• Ontological context
• The study of nature/reality.
• Epistemic context
• The process of cultivating knowledge

Social Research as a
Reflection of Social Inequality
• Scientific research does not exist in a
vacuum. Its theory and practice reflect the
structure and values of society (Blauner &
Wellman, 1973, p. 314)
• The control exploitation and privilege that
are generic components of social
oppression exist in the relation of
researchers to researched, even though the
manifestations may be subtle and masked
by professional ideologies (p. 315)

Social
Research as
a Reflection
of Social
Inequality
(cont’d)

• We must also interrogate ”objectivity” at the
level of merely conducting research with our
participants.
• At every stage there is a gulf between the
researcher’s purposes and the subject’s
awareness of what the investigator and his
research instrument is all about (ibid, p. 315).
• Thus, how do we reconstruct objectivity within
the context of participants generally not having
say in the construction of the study’s design?
• We must be mindful of all power dynamics and
how they play a role in the cultivation of
knowledge.

Social Research as a Reflection of Social Inequality
(cont’d)
• So-called ”objectivity” should not only be factored into the
methodology, but also in how one engages participants.
• Yet, historically, researchers have readily erased the
humanity of their participants during these stages, thus
not seeing their full cooperation as part of the objectivity
building processes.
• These willful calculations have disproportionately affected
Blacks and other protected classes
• Has led to non-cooperation among Blacks.

How does philosophy
affect method
• There are discursive ethos that controls
the branding of research.
• IRB gatekeeping that doesn’t always
understand equally other/creative ways
of collecting data.

Anything but
racism: how
sociologists limit
the significance of
racism

• Bonilla-Silva and Baiocchi (2001) purports that
mainstream racial sociological frameworks are
streamlined into White constructions of racial
“common sense” (p. 117).
• They further lament, that much of the
disjointedness in sociological discourses is due to
the misapplication and non-application of proper
racial theoretical lens onto social phenomena.
• By failing to grasp racism as structural
phenomenon, racism has, therefore, been
regarded as (1) a disease afflicting certain
individuals, (2) a phenomenon that does not
affect the social body and its institutions, and (3)
a social problem that has to be analyzed
“clinically,” that is, by separating the “good”
versus the “bad” apples in the population
through surveys on racial attitudes (p. 118).

Anything but racism: how sociologists limit the significance of
racism (cont’d)

• While problematizing the use of survey data in the overwhelming amount of literature on
Whites’ racial attitudes, Bonilla-Silva and Baiocchi (2001) suggests that in-depth interviews and
mixed methodological approaches may be most appropriate to capture White racial attitudes.
• After all, people do not express their positions and emotions about race in Likert scale fashion.
Ideological expressions are best done in conversation.
• Yet most studies around Whites’ racial attitudes continue to rely on survey designs/questions
from the 50s and 60s.
• What purpose/ethos does this serve?

Anything but
racism: how
sociologists
limit the
significance
of racism

• We must problematize the stubbornness of our
fields.
• If equally other formations exist, are they widely
accepted/spoken about?
• How might governing institutions be complicit in
the hindrance of knowledge production?
• Dissertation/Thesis Committees
• Grant Review Committees
• Peer Reviews/Editorial Boards
• IRB Committees

IRB Staff Poll

IRB Complications Poll

The Effects
• State-preferred research being elevated to the
detriment of equally other relevant works.
• Dire disparities in coverage.
• For instance in criminology/criminal justice:
• Severe lack on the lived condition of Blacks under
the criminal legal system
• Under the broader system of white supremacy writ
large.

Centering Criminology
• Hyper-quantitative research preferred, as
qualitative research is devalued.
• Yet, when one surveys issues within the
administration of justice, it’s the voices and lived
experiences that we must learn more about.
• Who and what does such an ethos serve?
• How is it complicit with the murdering of Blacks
at the hands of law enforcement in the US?
• Devaluing voices within criminological literature
is congruent with existing policies/procedure of
Black erasure within the criminal legal system—
thus, orthodox criminology is mirroring the state.
• It’s the opposite of academic enterprise.

The way forward =
Decolonizing Methodologies
• Understand that there are equally other
ways of understanding the world outside
the Western gaze.
• The term “research” is inextricably linked
to European imperialism and colonialism.
The word itself, ”research,” is probably
one of the dirtiest words in the
indigenous world’s vocabulary (Smith,
2012, p. 1).

The way
forward =
Decolonizing
Methodologies

• Smith (2012) contextualizes research as a site of
immense struggle within the framework of Saids,
Orientalism:
• The scholarly construction, he argues is supported
by a corporate institution which ‘makes
statements about it [the Orient], authorizing views
of it, describing it, by teaching about it, settling it,
ruling over it (p. 2).
• Does your research push a discursive ideological
agenda that you’ve yet to interrogate? Is it grounded in
the genuine expression of the noted population?
• As a governor of research, are you conscious about the
power you wield over those knowledges that are truly
in resistance to histories of discursive violence
disguised as research?
• Smith encourages us to engage in radical decolonization
of methods.

Marginalized
Methodology Poll

The way forward:
Research as Resistance
• Foregrounding anti-oppressive research is a must.
• Research can be a powerful tool for social change
and for maintaining the status quo (Potts & Brown,
2015, p. 19).
• This mechanism forces us to reconsider process,
who gets to be the researcher and the researched.
• “Reversing the gaze” on whom and what gets
studied can be an important first step in antioppressive research (p. 19).

The way forward: Research as Resistance
• Developing partnerships with community members.
• Recognizing that knowledge is socially constructed means
understanding that truth is created, rather than pre-existing and
available to be measured and observed (p. 20).
• Therefore, in anti-oppressive research, we do not look to prove or
disprove a singular “truth” about the social or political world. We look
for meaning, for understanding, for insights that can enable resistance
and change (p. 20).

The way forward:
Epistemologies of the South
• Reminds us about the diversity of the world.
• Knowledge is not restricted to Eurocentric constructions
• Epistemologies of the South underscores, in stating that the
diversity of the world is infinite; succinctly, the world is made
up of multiple worlds, multiple ontologies or realities that are
far from being exhausted by the Eurocentric experience or
reducible to its realms (Escobar, 2020, p. 43).
• By occupying epistemology, oppressed social groups—those
who do not count as humans and whose knowledges are not
valid in the face of the hegemony of Western modern
thinking—claim their humanity by representing the world as
their own and in their ow terms. Only thus will they be able to
transform it according to their own aspirations (de Sousa
Santos & Meneses, 2012, p. xviii)

Activism in Research
• Through the acquisition of Black feminist
constructions/methodologies we embrace a most
liberatory emancipation.
• Standpoint epistemology
• Bravery to write in an empowered voice.
• Intersectionality
• Build coalitions (academic and community).

Activism in Research
• Our commitment must be foregrounded in the needs of the community
or to those who have been rendered voiceless.
• In talking about the politics of Black women’s scholarship in the
academy, Collins (2013) asserts:
• Black women must continue to do high-quality scholarship across
many academic disciplines. However we must ask ourselves, does
our scholarship speak to the concerns of African American women,
or are we increasingly addressing issues that reflect academic
agendas? Should our intellectual talents be devoted to yet another
dissertation, journal article, or book of well-trod academic topics
(p.57)

Conclusion
• The democratization of knowledge is key toward the liberation of all voices
in the academy (academics, communities, etc.).
• Yet, it’s precisely through the raising up of voices that we embark on the
journey toward democratization.
• We must use creative and inclusive methodologies to get there.
• We mustn’t forget about the lived experiences and voices of the affected,
and inquiries must be foregrounded outside the academy and in
partnership with the community. Resistance against all oppressive ethos
must be our foremost goal!
• This allows us to build new innovative, intellectual publics that truly
enlightens beyond the constraints of the Western gaze.

